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ABSTRACT 



This paper provides a historical background of hermeneutics, 
a method of textual analysis that is an "artful" form of understanding and a 
process of exposing hidden meanings. The paper discusses the evolution of 
hermeneutics, as well as the philosophical influences of Edmund Husserl, 
Martin Heidegger, and Hans-Georg Gadamer. Noting that a close link between 
phenomenology and hermeneutics has resulted in the terms often being used 
interchangeably and universally, the paper points out that philosophical 
beliefs differ among phenomenologists and hermeneutic philosophers. 
Phenomenologists focus on the lived experience of persons eliciting 
commonalities and shared meanings, whereas hermeneutics refers to an 
interpretation of language. The paper compares and contrasts these 
perspectives by summarizing the philosophical assumptions of Husserl, 
Heidegger, and Gadamer. It explores concepts such as bracketing, prejudice, 
horizon, historical consciousness, and hermeneutic circle. A blending of 
critical social theory and hermeneutics has resulted in a methodology of 
critical hermeneutics. This methodology emphasizes an interpretation of 
language, as well as silence, while also situating the text and the 
interpreter in their socio-cultural traditions. (Contains 20 references.) 
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Hermeneutics, a method of textual analysis, means to interpret. Hermeneutics is an 
artful form of understanding and a process of exposing hidden meanings. Historically, 
hermeneutics has been associated with the interpretation of biblical texts. This presentation 
will provide a historical background of hermeneutics. The evolution of hermeneutics will 
be discussed, as well as the philosophical influences of Husserl, Heidegger, and Gadamer. 

A close link between phenomenology and hermeneutics has resulted in the terms 
often being used interchangeably and universally. However, philosophical beliefs differ 
among phenomenologists and hermeneutic philosophers. Phenomenologists focus on the 
lived experience of persons eliciting commonalities and shared meanings, whereas 
hermeneutics refers to an interpretation of language. Yet, there is no absolute or universal 
definition of either hermeneutics or phenomenology. These perspectives will be compared 
and contrasted by summarizing the philosophical assumptions of Edmund Husserl, Martin 
Heidegger, and Hans-Georg Gadamer. Concepts such as bracketing, prejudice, horizon, 
historical consciousness, and hermeneutic circle will be explored. A blending of critical 
social theory and hermeneutics has resulted in a methodology of critical hermeneutics. 

This methodology emphasizes an interpretation of language, as well as silence, while also 
situating the text and the interpreter in their socio-cultural traditions. 

Hermeneutics 

Hermeneutics, a method of textual analysis, emphasizes the sociocultural and historic 
influences on inquiry. Hermeneutics pertains to the process of exposing hidden meanings 
(Allen, 1995; Kisiel, 1985). Hermeneutics has historically been associated with the 
interpretation of biblical texts. According to Thompson (1990, p. 230), hermeneutics was 
"derived from the Greek verb, hermeneueuein, 'to interpret,' and from the noun, hermeneia , 
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or 'interpretation'." Hermeneutics is an artful form of understanding (Wiehl, 1990). The 
evolution of hermeneutics will be discussed, as well as the philosophical orientation 
supporting this study. This second chapter concludes with a discussion of critical 
hermeneutics, based on the philosophies of Heidegger and Gadamer. 

In the 19th century, hermeneutics moved from an analysis of texts to a perspective 
oriented to understanding human science. Gadamer (1975/1994) described Schleirmacher, 
an early hermeneutic philosopher, as searching for a theory to reconstruct literary work in 
the understanding as it was originally intended. Dilthey, expanded Schleirmacher's work, 
and "rethought his notion of understanding to mean the ability to reconstruct the same 
intentionality or symbolism of the agent" (Hiraki, 1989, p. 23). This conceptualization 
resulted in the notion of intersubjectitivy, a common thread of current hermeneutic 
understanding. Inter subjectivity assumes persons share a common world. 

A close link between phenomenology and hermeneutics has resulted in the terms 
being used interchangeably and universally. Yet, philosophical beliefs differ among 
phenomenologists and hermeneutic philosophers. Phenomenologists focus on the lived 
experience of persons eliciting commonalities and shared meanings, whereas hermeneutics 
refers to an interpretation of language. However, there is no absolute or universal definition 
of either hermeneutics or phenomenology. 

Husserlian Hermeneutics 

Edmund Husserl was an early phenomenologist philosopher, as well as a 
mathematician. Mathematics influenced his view of epistemology. He sought a logical 
method of discovering the experience of consciousness. An idealist, he believed that all 
matter was reduced to mental states. Husserl's basis of knowledge or epistemology was 
actualized by reducing, or bracketing as he called it, our consciousness to ascertain the 
essences of the phenomena in question. For example, if I wanted to know about water, I 
would bracket everything I already knew about water. Bracketing would enable me to 
identify the essences constituting water that were free of my prior experiences with water. 
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Yet, if I carry this concept to the extreme, if I "bracket" even the concept of water, how 
can I know what my inquiry is about? Bracketing assumes persons can separate their 
knowledge from their lived experiences. Thompson (1990) described three concepts of 
Husserlian phenomenology subscribed to by researchers using this perspective: "(1) an 
analysis of the subject and object-as-the-object-appears-through-consciousness, (2) an 
emphasis on bracketing or epoche as a method for suspending naive realist awareness, and 
(3) an emphasis on describing the full appearance of the object of inquiry" (p. 233). 

Husserlian phenomenology has been used as a theoretical perspective for some 
nursing studies (Oiler, 1982; Ornery, 1983). The term and method of "bracketing" is 
embedded in Husserlian beliefs yet often applied universally to phenomenology (Grams, 
1993, Oiler, 1982; Ornery, 1983). However, the assumptions underlying bracketing are not 
universally accepted by many phenomenologists and researchers (Benner, 1984; 
Diekelmann, 1993; & Maloney, 1993). A Heideggarean perspective of understanding 
challenges the assumption of bracketing. 

Heideggerean Hermeneutics 

Many of Husserl's perspectives were reconceived by his junior colleague, Martin 
Heidegger. Heidegger emphasized the ontology of Being as opposed to the epistemologic 
question of knowing. A person, a Being-in-the-World, cannot be separated from the world. 
Heidegger's philosophy offered an alternate world view from Husserl's belief of a subject- 
object split. As human-being or Dasien, our meaning is codeveloped through being born 
human and through our life experiences and background. Heidegger acknowledged our 
background as "throwness." Persons are "thrown" or born into a particular gender, culture, 
and history. While throwness prohibits an objective viewpoint, it enables persons to have 
shared practices and common meanings by virtue of the fact that they share a similar kind 
of Being. Heidegger did not believe it was possible to "bracket" our assumptions of the 
world. Yet, through authentic reflection we may be able to become aware of many of our 
assumptions. Heideggarian hermeneutics can be defined as a way to "interpret the shared 
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meanings and practices that we have for our experiences within a context" (Maloney, 1993; 
p. 40). 

The concept of a hermeneutic circle was introduced by Heidegger as a way to 
understand our Being-in-the-World. As Tina Koch (1995), a nurse researcher stated in her 
article that described the interpretive approaches for nursing research: "For Heidegger, 
understanding is no longer conceived of as a way of knowing but as a mode of being, as a 
fundamental characteristic of our 'being' in the world" (p. 831). As a research methodology, 
hermeneutics assumes meaning making embedded in the process of dialogue between 
interpreter and narrator. The hermeneutic circle is a way of articulating and interpretating 
discourse. This way of understanding assumes dialogue and movement between wholes of 
texts and parts of texts. Heidegger believed that language was constituent of our Being 
because language preceded us. Language enables people to identify phenomena. However, 
language may also be restrictive by limiting our understanding of the world. 

Gadamerian Hermeneutics 

Hans-Georg Gadamer extended Heidegger's work on hermeneutics by emphasizing 
the embeddedness of language in our understanding of our world. In 1975, Hans-Georg 
Gadamer's text, entitled Truth and Method, identified the necessity of historical 
consciousness within hermeneutics. My interpretation of Gadamer's work is that he extends 
philosophical hermeneutics to critical hermeneutics by stressing the importance of tradition, 
or background, in our ways of understanding. Gadamer (1975, 1976) asserted that 
understanding was always a historical, dialectic, and linguistic event. This understanding 
occurs from interpretations embedded within our linguistic and cultural traditions (Annells, 
1996;Pascoe, 1996). 

Prejudice, defined by Gadamer (1976), was prejudgment. Prejudices are our 
preconceived notions of things, emanating from our past experience and socialization. In 
the positivist/empirical and Husserlian views of truth, the way to eradicate prejudice was to 
maintain objectivity by "bracketing" experiences. However, Heidegger and Gadamer 
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believed this was impossible. To understand another we cannot shed our past experience, 
because it is this past experience that actually facilitates understanding another. Experience 
is an ongoing examination of status quo. Gadamer advocated continual striving to explicate 
our prejudices. The philosophers Grondin (1990) and Maguire (1991), in their writings of 
Gadamer, identified the importance of understanding of our prejudices. Grondin stated, 

For whomever pronounces himself or herself free of prejudices is all the more 
blindly exposed to their power. Prejudices will exercise their underground 
domination all the more strongly, and potentially distortingly, when denied or 
repressed, (p. 54) 

Maguire (1991) stated 

To be engaged in a conversation with a text is to bring one's prejudices into play. On 
the basis of one's prejudices' one is able to understand the content of what the text 
says. The reader is engaged from a definite point of view and is only able to 
understand the content of the text from this perspective. The very fact that we 
question the text suggests that we are trying to transcend our own prejudices. 

(p. 40) 

This quote is also reiterated by Koch (1995) who believed that Gadamer's contribution to 
research methodology is the attention to detail and judgement-making in the research 
process. The prejudices of the researcher originate from the researcher's historical 
background. Rather than being an impediment to knowledge making, it is the researcher's 
values that provide contextual meaning to their consumers. Therefore one research 
implication of critical hermeneutics is explicating a lens for analysis. Another research 
implication is making the researcher's judgements explicit, can be done by the researcher 
documenting decisions in a research journal. 

Another Gadamerian concept is the metaphor of horizon. Conscious awareness is one 
definition of horizon. According to Maguire "having a horizon entails being aware of the 
limits of one's perspectives" (p. 108). In an article on hermeneutic phenomenology, Merilyn 
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Annells (1996) described the aim of hermeneutic inquiry as the "fusion of horizons of the 
interpreter and the text" (p. 707). 

Gadamer (1975, 1976) advocated dialogue or conversation as a way of uncovering 
knowledge and reducing the embedded political power in our discourse. Gadamer stressed 
the importance of reflection and conversation in knowing. Conversation assumes mutuality 
of question and answer (Gadamer, 1976; Wright, 1990). Gadamer proposed that through 
conversation with the text or with one another an event of understanding will occur that 
can not be predicted nor controlled. He believed that true conversation is when persons are 
open and equally participative and interested in achieving common understanding. 
Gadamer's perspective of dialogue is congruent with what Henry Giroux (1992) labeled as 
crossing the borders, minimizing the established boundaries between margin and center. For 
this study, an assumption is that the borders of our perspectives are influenced by our racial 
backgrounds, historical consciousness, language, and prejudices. A lens of racial bias may 
assist us in crossing the borders and broadening our horizon that were handed down to us 
through our cultural upbringing. 

Gadamer's hermeneutics supports the mutuality of theory and practice or praxis. The 
meaning of praxis is a holism of language, knowing, and action. In noting Gadamer's 
concept of understanding, Grondin (1990) stated 

Gadamer is again inspired by the rhetorical tradition in stressing the role application 
plays in acquiring an understanding. To understand a text or a meaning is always to 
know how to apply it to our situation. The application, however, is not a process 
that begins after understanding. There is not first understanding and only later an 
application of what is understood to the present. To understand and to apply to 
one's own situation constitute, according to Gadamer, one and the same 
hermeneutic event, (pp. 51-52) 

In examining the language of race, class or gender, one must acknowledge differences 
as well as an ongoing examination of our prejudices. This is contrasted with a current 
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cultural belief of ignoring difference or practicing color-blindness in the pursuit of equality. 
Critical hermeneutics emphasizes an interpretation of language as well as examining 
omissions. Methodologic implications of Gadamer support a method of interpretive content 
analysis in contrast to a research method of content analysis of absolute and universally 
defined words and categories. Critical hermeneutics supports a method for identifying and 
critiquing language or silence embedded within socio-cultural traditions. This may be done 
through the researcher's horizon or lens of analysis. 




9 



8 



References 

Allen, D. (1995). Hermeneutics: Philosophical traditions and nursing 
practice research. Nursing Science Quarterly. 8 (4 ), 174-182. 

Annells, M. (1996). Hermeneutic phenomenology: Philosophical 
perspectives and current use in nursing research. Journal of Advanced Nursing 
23, 705-713. 

Benner, P. (1984). From novice to expert: Clinical judgment making in 
nursing . Menlo Park, CA: Addison-Wesley. 

Diekelmann, N. (1993). Behavioral pedagogy: A Heideggerian 
hermeneutical analysis of the lived experiences of students and teachers in 
baccalaureate nursing education. Journal of Nursing Education. 32 (6), 245- 
250. 

Gadamer, H. (1994). Truth and method . (J. Weinsheimer & D. G. 
Marshall, Trans.). New York: Continuum. (Original work published 1975) 

Gadamer, H. (1976). Philosophical hermeneutics . (D. E. Linge, Trans.). 
Berkeley: University of California Press. 

Giroux, H. (1992). Border crossings: Cultural workers and the politics of 
education . London: Routledge. 

Grams, K. (1993). Writing a dialogue journal for three quarters: The 
lived experience of seven graduate nursing students and their teachers . 
Unpublished doctoral dissertation, Georgia State University, Atlanta. 

Grondin, J. (1990). Hermeneutics and relativism. In K. Wright (Ed.) 
Festivals of interpretation: Essays on Hans-Georg Gadamer's work . New York: 
State University of New York Press. 

Hiraki, A. (1989). Tradition, rationality, and power in introductory 
nursing textbooks: A critical hermeneutics study . Unpublished doctoral 
dissertation, University of San Francisco, California. 




10 



9 



Kisiel, T. (1985). The happening of tradition: The hermeneutics of 
Gadamer and Heidegger. In R. Hollinger (Ed.), Hermeneutics and praxis . 

Nortre Dame, IN: University of Notre Dame Press. 

Koch, T. (1995). Interpretive approaches in nursing research: The 
influence of Husserl and Heidegger. Journal of Advanced Nursing. 21 . 827-836. 

Maguire, S. J. (1991). Gadamer' s hermeneutics: Criticism and 
community . Unpublished doctoral dissertation, Queen's University, Kingston, 
Ontario, Canada. 

Maloney, M. (1993). Silent strength: A Heideggerian hermeneutical 
analysis of the stories of older women . Unpublished doctoral dissertation, 
Georgia State University, Atlanta. 

Oiler, C. (1982). The phenomenological approach in nursing research. 
Nursing Research. 31 (3). 178-181. 

Ornery, A. (1983). Phenomenology: A method for nursing research. 
Advances in Nursing Science. 5 (2), 49-63. 

Pascoe, E. (1996). The value to nursing research of Gadamer's 
hermeneutic philosophy. Journal of Advanced Nursing. 24, 1309-1314. 

Thompson, J. (1990). Hermeneutic inquiry. In L. E. Moody (Ed.), 
Advancing nursing science through research. Newbury Park, CA: Sage. 

Wiehl, R. (1990). Scheiermacher's Hermeneutics. In K. Wright (Ed.) 
Festivals of interpretation: Essays on Hans-Georg Gadamer's work. New York: 
State University of New York Press. 

Wright, K. (1990) Festivals of interpretation: Essays on Hans-Georg 
Gadamer's Work. New York: State University of New York Press. 




11 




U.S. Department of Education 

Office of Educational Research and Improvement (OERI) 
Educational Resources Information Center (ERIC) 




REPRODUCTION RELEASE 

(Specific Document) 



I. DOCUMENT IDENTIFICATION: 



Title: 

l~ie r rrt€vie</.-{\'Cs t> 1 ® l 




Author(s): M- Hyy'ne. "EW, Pin. 0C<^) ... 




Corporate Source: 


1 Publication Date: 
1 / / 


ms 


! '/ \o [q 2 



II. REPRODUCTION RELEASE: 



In order to disseminate as widely as possible timely and significant materials of interest to the educational community, documents announced 
in the monthly abstract journal of the ERIC system; Resources in Education (RIE), are usualty-made available to. users. in m^nc^.rapmd^ed__.. 
paper copy, and electronic/optical media, and sold through the ERIC Document Reproduction Service (EDRS) or other ERIC vendors. Credit is 
given to the source of each document, and, if reproduction release is granted, one of the following notices is affixed to the document 



If permission is granted to reproduce and disseminate the identified document please CHECK ONE of the following two options and sign at 
the bottom of the page. 



% 

B 

Check here 
For Level 1 Release: 

Permitting reproduction in 
microfiche (4* x 6* film) or 
other ERIC archival media 
(e.g., electronic or optical) 
and paper copy. 



The sample sticker shown below will be 
affixed to all Level 1 documents 



PERMISSION TO REPRODUCE AND 
DISSEMINATE THIS MATERIAL 
HAS BEEN GRANTED BY 




TO THE EDUCATIONAL RESOURCES 
INFORMATION CENTER (ERIC) 



The sample sticker shown below will be 
affixed to all Level 2 documents 

□ 

f 

Check here 
For Level 2 Release: 

Permitting reproduction in 
microfiche (4* x 6* film) or 
other ERIC archival media 
(e.g., electronic or optical), 
but nof in paper copy. 



PERMISSION TO REPRODUCE AND 
DISSEMINATE THIS 
MATERIAL IN OTHER THAN PAPER 
COPY HAS BEEN GRANTED BY 




TO THE EDUCATIONAL RESOURCES 
INFORMATION CENTER (ERIC) 



Level 1 



Level 2 



Documents will be processed as indicated provided reproduction quality permits. If permission 
to reproduce is granted, but neither box is checked, documents will be processed at Level 1. 



Sign 

here-* 

please 




•thereby grant to the Educational Resources Information Center (ERIC) nonexclusive permission to reproduce and disseminate 
this document as indicated above. Reproduction from the ERIC microfiche or electronic/optical media by persons other than 
ERIC employees and its system contractors requires permission from the copyright holder. Exception is made for non-profit, 
reproduction by libraries and other service agencies to satisfy information needs of educators in response to discrete inquiries. 


Signature: 


i Printed Name/Position/Title: ^ >v 

riddle- rt- * 5 ' MCc y 


li>rg antz^orVA33*res s : T f u 

7>o M'oJL 

Uo'ii*. -SA+e (/...vrrv, -f) 


Telephone: 

HD-S’IU'/L ,fO 


FAX: 


E-Mail Address: 

hur'wt ^ <2- r ' 1** 


Date: / 

1 1 



(over) 



4 



» 

III. DOCUMENT AVAILABILITY INFORMATION (FROM NON-ERIC SOURCE): 

H permission to reproduce is not granted to ERIC, or, if you wish ERIC to dte the availability of the document from another source, 
please provide the following information regarding the availability of the document. (ERIC will not announce a document unless it is 
publicly available, and a dependable source can be specified. Contributors should also be aware that ERIC selection criteria are 
significantly more stringent for documents that cannot be made available through EDRS.) 




IV. REFERRAL OF ERIC TO COPYRIGHT/REPRODUCTION RIGHTS HOLDER: 

If the right to grant reproduction release is held by someone other than the addressee, please provide the appropriate name and address: 




V. WHERE TO SEND THIS FORM: 



Send this form to the following ERIC Clearinghouse: 

ERIC Clearinghouse on Assessment and Evaluation 
210 O’ Boyle Hall 

The Catholic University of America 
Washington, DC 20064 



However, if solicited by the ERIC Facility, or if making an unsolicited contribution to ERIC, return this form (and the document being 
contributed) to: 



0 



ERK> 6/96 > 



ERIC Processing and Reference Facility 
1100 West Street, 2d Floor 
Laurel, Maryland 20707*3598 

Telephone: 301*497*4080 
Toll Free: 800-799-3742 
FAX: 301*953*0263 
e-mail: ericfac@inet.ed.gov 
WWW: http://ericfac.piccard.csc.com 



